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the house of President Tsui. Yesterday some people came and
rented one of the compounds to entertain, so they said, a cousin
arriving from some distant point. They went away before nightfall."
Yuanho was so perplexed that he almost went mad. Not knowing
what else to do he went to his old quarters on Pucheng street,
where his old landlord took compassion upon him and gave him
food. But he was too upset to eat For three days he touched
nothing, and then fell seriously ill. After about ten days his condi-
tion became so critical that his landlord gave up hope for his
recovery and, fearful of the complications that might arise from
his death, moved him td a funeral establishment. There in a short
time he won the sympathy of everyone, who took turns in feeding
him. After a while he improved and was able to get up with the
aid of a stick. The shop hired him to hold the funeral curtain
and with his wages for this he was enabled to support himself.
After a month or two he regained his strength but whenever he
heard mourners' songs, in which the living professed envy for the
kinder lot of the dead, he would burst into sobs and tears in spite
of himself. Then when he went home he would imitate their mourn-
ful songs. Being clever and quick to learn, he soon mastered all
their tricks and became the best mourner in Changan.
Now there were two funeral shops that had been for a long time
rivals. The shop to the east excelled in the quality of its hearses
and biers but was somewhat inferior in the skill of its mourners.
Having heard of the surpassing art of Yuanho, the owner of the
shop offered him twenty thousand cash for his services, and had
his veteran mourners each teach Yuanho his particular forte. Thus
the young man learned many new songs, which he practiced to
the accompaniment of his fellow mourners. This went on for more
than a month without anyone knowing anything about it.
Then the owners of the two rival shops said to each other: "Let
us hold an exhibition on the Street of Heaven's Gate of all the
paraphernalia that we have for hire, so that we can determine who
has the better equipment. The loser will forfeit fifty thousand cash
to pay for wine and refreshments/* An agreement was drawn up
and signed by guarantors before the competition.